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Chapter 18   Okello and Idi Amin’s Uganda

Wednesday, August 07, 2013

2270 CHAPTER 18
CARE ABOUT OTHER PEOPLE

From 1971 to 1979 Uganda was ruled by Idi Amin Dada, a military leader in the British colonial regiment known as the King's African Rifles, where he rose to the rank of Major General and Commander of the Ugandan Army before taking power in a 1971 coup. Idi Amin was one of the most notorious of the post-independence dictators in Africa, called the 'Butcher of Uganda' for his brutal, despotic rule. Estimates of the carnage under Amin range from 100,000 to half a million opponents killed, tortured or imprisoned. Amin’s rule was characterized by massive human rights abuse, ethnic persecution, nepotism, corruption, and political repression, including extrajudicial killings. Despite Amin’s brutal crushing of opposition, dissent continued within Uganda. After Amin attempted to annex the Kagera province of Tanzania (1978), the Uganda–Tanzania War broke out and led to his downfall. Amin fled to Libya and Saudi Arabia, where he died an exile on August 16, 2003.

I am Okello, born in Gulu, Uganda on August 24, 1955. In my immediate family I have 10 siblings. Six boys, five girls. I am number four. That is my immediate family. My parents are both dead. Three of my brothers and three sisters are alive; four are dead. 
Life as a child was very exciting, very productive because we grew up as a family and as a community. That's why you say in Africa that it takes a village to raise an African. School was the most important thing. It’s part of me. In my family, education was the most important target. That means you must wake up in the morning, you must take care of your chores; you must go to school. There are no ifs, ands or buts about it. That's the rule. Just school, school, school, and study, study, study. That's basically what my parents taught me. My mother was a teacher. She was very strict about how you have to learn. You have to go to school. You have to be educated. Because she was a teacher she taught me how to read, write, how to do mathematics. She taught all those things to me.  A typical day, you wake up in the morning. You take care of your chores. There is no grocery store, so you grow your own food. You wake up in the morning, go to the garden, take care of your chores, then before 8 o'clock, you wash up and take a bath, not a shower. You take a basin with water in it, then splash the water on. You clean up very well. Then you have to go to school. That's the beginning of a school day. At school, there is no lunch provided. There is no food. If your school is near your house, you come home. Your Aunty may have cooked some food and you come and eat lunch. Then, you rush back to school. That's just the way it is. You walk barefoot. We didn't have shoes  and we walked to school. For me, the school for the first eleven years was half a mile to one mile away, very near. But for my last year, it was seven miles away. I walked every day. Rain or snow, I walked. [Okello laughed.]Rain, or sunshine, I walked. There is no snow! 
I went to boarding school called St. Joseph's College, Layibi. It is exciting, just like an American- kid going to college. That's the first time you are out of home, and that is your freedom. That freedom you develop – the euphoria of being free – without parental control, that is basically what boarding school is about. It’s where you meet your friends. You develop a close knit friendship with a group of kids who live in the same neighborhood. That's basically what I did. I had a very exciting group of friends from the same Gulu area. The senior secondary school absorbs everyone from all over the country so you might find somebody coming from 100 or 200 miles away. Then you form a clique, the group you do everything with. You study together. You try to do things together. You try to help each other.

It was a boy’s school. There was a girl’s school almost ten miles away. The school I went to was a boy’s school. There was some other mixed school where boys and girls were together but the school I went to was completely boys. 

The political world, when I was going to senior secondary school, was normal. In 1971, when Idi Amin overthrew the government by military coup, that's when everything changed. When he overthrew the government, he decided the politics at that time. Most of the people from my tribe – the Acholi tribe – we were in the military. We were known to be the best military people. So he decided to eliminate all of our leaders. That's exactly what he did for the first four or five years.

When he first came, he started by eliminating – in other words killing – all the military officers from my tribe. Some ran away. He got rid of most of them. I lost a lot of relatives at that time. Then after he finished that, he started going after the young men who come from my tribe. That's when I got involved in the politics, when the word came they were going to get rid of all young men from my tribe. We decided to run away. I left Uganda in 1976.
Q. Before you ran away, during this period of five years, what happened?

Idi Amin affected not just my tribe, he affected my family as well. My uncle was one of the people who was affected. One of the uncles was a colonel in the military at that time. He lives in Virginia now. He was almost killed but he ran away. His brother was severely beaten. They busted his testicles and eventually he died of that injury. There were a lot of people hurt. When they took us to Nairobi, they took us to different places. There was no refugee camp at that time so a group of us – about 20 of us – were put in a church. The church was the one taking care of us at that time. The church only provided where to sleep. The United Nations provided the money for us to eat. They give you very little money. But the church gave us a place to sleep. In the morning, in the evening, around six o'clock, they would allow us to go to that big church hall and we'd put our mats there and sleep and cook. In the morning at 5:00 AM we would have to wake up and clean everything because the church hall was also being used as a kindergarten. That's just the way it was.

We were there for a year. Fortunately, because most of us had some kind of some education, we got jobs as teachers in Kenya. I was teaching Biology and Chemistry. That's how we got extra money. Extra money just to survive.

Q. What language did you speak? Did you speak Acholi when you talked?

We speak English. From grade one. That's the first thing they teach you: how to speak English in Uganda. You have to. You have no choice. Uganda is an English-speaking country. Kenya is a Swahili-speaking country so everything was supposed to be taught in English. We knew science and most of us were educated enough, up to high school level. We knew all the science experiments, how to do them. They give you a book and we just start teaching out of that book.

I was there two years then they ran out of money. But there was a professor – a chemist – who is in private practice. He decided to take me home and pay for my school on condition that I go to a cheap school. I went to Metropolitan State College in Denver, and he finished paying for my school.  I rented a small room with a kitchen – a studio; you would call it a studio.
Q. Did you have a job, or were you just going to school?
I ended up getting a job as a student engineer; that was part of the money that was helping me finish school. I graduated in 1983. When I graduated, I ended up getting a job with a suburban city in Denver. I worked there for about a year. Then I decided I wanted to look for work.  There was a magazine that listed a lot of jobs in California. I wanted a warm climate. So I looked for Atlanta because it was warm. I was much better off than before. I had been in what were called Acholi Camps. You will find entirely displaced persons camps. You will see the horrible conditions. That is what genocide is really like. A genocide is when a whole group of people are put together and they are dying slowly, very slowly. Basically that's what happened.

Q. Were you able to save as many of your siblings as you could? 
They had already left.

Q. So you helped get them out. It is 1985-1986. You are a young man in Northern California. You didn't get the job interview. Where does that now leave you?

I came to San Diego in 1986 with my relatives. I went to interview in Northern California. But I see my relatives were over here so I started to look for work around San Diego.  I got a job with the City of San Diego, where I worked about 23 or 24 years.

Q. How did everything you went through affect who you are today? How did it shape who you are today? 

The thing is, nobody wants to leave where they were born and raised but in a lot of countries in the world, people are forced to. The only countries where you are not forced to leave are in the developed world, mostly Britain, Europe, and America. Nobody is forced to leave America but a lot of the other African countries and other developing countries, small countries – South America – you can be forced to leave at any time. It makes you grow up very fast because when you leave home and you are 21, you have to learn how to take care of yourself.
Q. Now that you are here, I am assuming you are happy. At least you have more stability. You have more of a life here. What does that leave you, as a 55 year old man today? What's next?

Next thing is to continue to try to help the people who are still left there, people who are still suffering. Of course, secondly, you still have to use your resources so the people and the organizations you know can help people who are still there. Then thirdly, of course, you have to be able to do things on your own – I do things on my own – to help people at home. It is very uncommon, of course, but I share all of my resources with the people at home.

Q. What about religion? 

Religion is the pillar. My home was right next to a church and you [Okello pointed to his daughter, who was interviewing him] have been there. Church is a block away. Every Sunday you go to church. The church is right there. The church teaches you some moral values. Whether you grow up with it as an adult, that is your choice. But it taught you moral values. You have to be honest. You don't cheat. You don't act crazy and stupid. It teaches other moral values also. You have to give and help other people. That is what church teaches you. That is the religious part I grew up with.

Q. So you grew up with that religious aspect and implemented that into your life today. What about your siblings? Do they try to help Uganda or give back? Or are they distant and leave it in the past?

One of the values you grow up with is the value of family and community: your parents, your neighbors, your uncles. They teach you how to do things for other people. That is why I do things for people, and continue to do things, even today.
Q. What about having your siblings leave? Did that make you closer and more connected? Or have you remained connected?
When you are forced to leave, you always think about your siblings. That's what I did. I thought about my siblings and that's why I paid for eight of them to escape to London. That's why you have all those relations over in London. It teaches you that you have to care about other people. 
Interviewer:  People often deal with events that become hard for them in two different ways. (1) They can talk openly, sharing their thoughts and emotions with those around them. (2) They can choose not to talk about their past, keeping their thoughts and emotions to themselves. Perhaps these people fear that if their painful past is brought forth, others might treat them differently instead of helping them move on in life. Okello falls into the second category. Okello never told his children what he had been through in Uganda or the events that occurred after he escaped. Before this interview, everything I knew about my father came from my mother or my father's relatives. This interview was the first time my father opened up and discussed these events with me.
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